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XXVI. — An Account of the Mookwas in the District of P atlam. 
By Simon Carie Chittt Maniegar 

[Bead June IZth, 1865.] 

Among the various tribes of people who inhabit the different 
parts of this district, the Mookwas (or, as they call themselves, 
Mookooger, from Kooga, the ferryman, mentioned in the Eam- 
ayana, whom they look upon as their progenitor), constitute a 
very industrious and peaceable body of subjects ; and their 
number is estimated at 1,500 souls. These people are partly 
Mohammedans, and partly Christians, of the Soman Catholic 
persuasion, and according to their own account (supported, how- 
ever, by no kind of evidence), were originally emigrants from 
Ay6dhya, or some part of Oude, in Hindostan ; but they are 
ignorant of the period when the event happened. The striking 
resemblance which they bear in certain customs to the Nayrs 
and Mucuas on the coast of Malabar, encourages a supposition 
that they must originally have emanated from one of the two, 
and that when that country was persecuted by the Mohammedans 
from Arabia, with a view to promidgate their creed, they (the 
Mookwas) transported themselves into Ceylon, and established 
their residence in the Malabar provinces. Prom the information 
which I have been able to collect, it appears that the place where 
the Mookwas first landed was at Coodremallee, and from thence 
they emigrated to other parts of the island, and, in the course of 
time, formed several settlements. Some time after the arrival of 
the Mookwas in the district, their chieftian, named Veddi Arasen, 
had to contend with a rival, called Manica Talaiven, who then 
presided over the people denominated Karroyar, and who pos- 
sessed a settlement on the south side of the district Manica 
Taiaiven dispatched some of his officers to Veddi Arasen, and 
solicited him to give him his daughter in marriage ; but, meeting 
with a refusal, he collected a considerable body of armed men, 
and went to war with the Mookwas, vowing their total destruc- 
tion. As the Mookwas were at that time a very weak and de- 
fenceless people, they concerted with the crew of an Arab vessel, 
which was then at anchor at Coodremallee, and with their assist- 
ance slew the rival chieftain, and put all his troops to flight. This 
skirmish is said to have taken place in the plains between Man- 
galleneley and Catacadoo ; and to support their assertion, they 
point out an anthill in the vicinity (known by the name of Mdni- 
can Puttoo), as the place where the remains of the slain chieftain 
were interred by the victors, after their revenge had been fully 
satisfied. In return for the service rendered them by the Arabs, 
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the whole of the Mookwas embraced the Mahommedan religion, 
which, however, many of their descendants afterwards renounced 
in favour of Christianity, through the influence of the Portuguese. 

After the defeat of the Karreyas, the Mookwas determined to 
send an embassy to the court of the Emperor, in order to ingrati- 
ate themselves in his favour. They accordingly made choice of 
certain individuals for the purpose, and dispatched them to 
Sitavaca, with many costly presents. When these delegates 
reached the capital and presented themselves to the Emperor, he 
received them with uncommon kindness, and granted them seve- 
ral copper sannasses, on rescripts, whereby the lands in the whole 
district of Putlam and Calpentyn were allotted to them for their 
maintenance as Paravany, or, as it was subsequently designated 
Koppumoori Paravany, from their having broke out and planted 
boughs of trees, as a boundary to their respective portions of land, 
when the division took place. Besides the assignment of land, 
the Emperor constituted a royal tribunal at Putlam, called Mu- 
tracoodam, and appointed eighteen of the Mookwas to be members 
of the same, under the authority of a Dessave, who was to be 
annually sent from the court ; and also conferred on the said 
eighteen members the title of Wannias, with the following privi- 
leges ; viz., " That the offices they held should be hereditary in 
their respective families ; that they should not be capitally punished 
for any crime ; that they should be exempted from the payment 
of tithes ; and lastly, that their relations, to a certain degree, 
should be free from performing any personal labour to govern- 
ment." On referring to the sannasses inscribed on the copper 
plates (of which there are but two extant), and comparing them 
with the account given of the lands having been allotted to the 
Mookwas by the same Emperor, and at the same period, there 
seems a great discrepancy ; because, of the two sannasses in ques- 
tion, one appears to have been given by Taniam Valla Bahu, 
king of Madampa, and the other by Buveneca Maha Kajah, 
emperor of Sitavaca, at two distinct periods ; but they account 
for it by saying, that these sannasses were granted to their chiefs 
in after times to confirm the original donation of the land on the 
part of the former Emperor, who, they say, was Malala Tissa 
Eajah, and who reigned between the years 753 and 779 of our 
era. 

However this may be, the Mookwas appear to have been in 
possession of the whole lands in the district during the govern- 
ment of the native emperors, and for a considerable period main- 
tained a sort of aristocratical government under their chiefs, till 
the district was captured by the Dutch, who, from political 
motives, not only abridged their powers, but also monopolised 
several sources of their incomes. 

The tenure under which the lands were held, exhibits a strong 
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resemblance to the feudal system of Europe, and according to the 
original institution, they were not in any way alienable ; but in 
course of time, the Indo-Moors (who settled in the district some 
time after the Mookwas), gaining an ascendancy over them by 
their pecuniary influence, gradually bought up all their lands for 
very trifling considerations, so that none remain at present in pos- 
session of their ancient property. 

After the Dutch conquest, the Mutracoodam, or tribunal at 
Putlam, was abolished, and the Land Raad established in its 
place ; out of the afore-mentioned eighteen Wannias, six were 
dismissed as superfluous, the remaining twelve appointed to of- 
ficiate as members of the same, under the presidency of the chief 
president or Opperhoofd of Calpentyn, allowing them, in lieu of 
pay, exemption from tithes on their cultivation only. Since the 
island has been a British colony, and the ancient form of govern- 
ment newly modelled, the Land Raad has been abolished, conse- 
quently the office and title of Wannia became extinct. The 
descendants of the Wannias are, however, not called upon to 
perform any menial labour at present, and a few of them are 
occasionally commissioned by the collector to assess the tithes in 
the district. 

Having endeavoured to give an account of the origin and history 
of the Mookwas in the preceding pages, I shall now proceed to 
exhibit a brief description of their distinctions, manners, and 
customs. 

The Mookwas are subdivided into seven distinct tribes, each 
denominated after the name of its founder, or the particular oc- 
cupation professed by him. They are as follows : — Pichdnda 
vagaiydr ; Nalldnda vagaiydr ; Pdlah vagaiydr ; Koita 
vagaiydr ; Kdlanga vagaiydr ; Mudivilanga Pdndi Tavor 
vagaiydr ; Valangana vagaiydr. 

The Mookwas bear a close resemblance to the Tamulers, both 
in their physiognomy, manner, and gait. The dress of the men 
consists of a cloth wrapped round the waist, a shawl loosely 
thrown across the shoulder, and on the head they wear a turban, 
but, like the Singhalese, they never perforate their ears. The 
women have their ears bored, and decorated with gold earrings of 
various kinds, and their dress does not in the least differ from the 
Moors. 

The Mookwas, both Christians and Mahommedans, are placed 
under the orders of a headman, called Vidhana Odeyar, holding 
a commission under the hand and seal of the Commissioner of 
Eevenue, and through him the people are called upon to perform 
services to government whenever there is occasion for it. 

With regard to the ceremonies of marriage among the Mookwas, 
those who are Christians follow the rules of their church, and 
those who are Mahommedans abide by the ordinances contained 
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in the Koran ; but both sects observe the custom of having the 
Tdly, or gold string, tied round the neck of the bride by the bride- 
groom, to confirm the union, on which occasion they generally 
decorate their houses with white cloths, and display many hono- 
rary distinctions. 

Besides this ceremony, peculiar to the Hindoos, the Mookwas 
also observe the Feast of Purification on the seventh day after a 
girl is grown marriageable, by inviting all their friends and rela- 
tions to an entertainment, and decorating the house with white 
cloth, etc. This is now, however, losing ground among the 
Christian part of the Mookwas. 

In like manner, when a boy attains a certain age, the ceremony 
of tying the talacheela, or head-cloth, round his head for the first 
time is performed. It is done in an auspicious hour, under the 
roof of a pandal built for the purpose (either in connection with 
the dwelling-house, or detached from it), and decorated with 
white cloth. The people are invited by presenting them with a 
number of betel trays, calculated according to their rank, and 
when they are assembled, the young man on whom the ceremony 
is to be performed, is seated on a covered stool, and the barber, 
first asking permission of the assembly, shaves his beard, rubbing 
it with milk. When he is shaved, he is conducted to a well, 
under a canopy, and cloth is spread before him to walk upon ; 
he washes his body, returns to the pandal, and places himself 
on his seat. The talacheela is then set on a salver, and handed 
round to each of the guests to touch, after which the chief of the 
caste takes it up, and ties it round the head of this youth. On this 
occasion the guests severally make a present of money to the 
parents, and return to their houses. 

The Mookwas differ from all other castes in Ceylon with regard 
to the right of succession and inheritance in the following par- 
ticulars. When a Mookwa dies, his sons and daughters inherit 
equally, but share between them only the property acquired by 
him during his lifetime ; the property which he had received 
from his ancestors, called moodoosom, devolves to the sons of his 
sister, or, in failure of heirs in that branch, to the sons of his 
mother's sister's daughter, and so on to the fourth degree ; but in 
failure of heirs in all these degrees, it then goes to his own children* 

Among the Mookwas the prejudice of caste is more rigidly at- 
tended to than any other tribe ; the least infringement of a rule 
will subject the offender to be ipso facto excommunicated from the 
community, and deprived of the services of the barber and washer- 
men ; consequently they are very circumspect in their conduct. 

* This singular custom being only found to correspond with that which 
prevails among the Nayrs of Malabar, I have been induced to advance the 
opinion that the Mookwas must have originally emanated from them. 



